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7. SUMMARY DESCRIPTION:

Constructed in 1904 by the Southern Railway, the Purcellville Train Station is located in the northwest
part of Purcellville, at the junction of North 21* Street and the former Washington and Ohio railroad
tracks. The one-story, hip-roofed frame building was used as a freight station and a passenger depot
and follows the style of many depots built by the Southern Railway. Carefully restored in the late
1990s by the Purcellville Preservation Association after it had sat vacant for several years, it is now
owned by the Town of Purcellville. The town maintains it as a public meeting facility, museum, and
public restrooms for the adjacent Washington and Old Dominion (W&OD) Trail. Sited directly off the
old railroad right-of-way, the building has concrete sidewalks and wooden decks surrounding it. Along
the north side are several historic markers that explain the building’s history. The building sits on an
approximately .1-acre lot that is slightly larger than the footprint of the building.

ARCHITECTURAL ANALYSIS:

The Purcellville Train Station is a one-story, hip-roofed, rectangular frame building that was
constructed in 1904 by the Southern Railway as a combination passenger and freight station. Replacing
an earlier depot, it was in continuous use until the abandonment of rail service in 1968. It was then
used for storage of agricultural products including pesticides by a local seed mill and eventually fell
into disrepair. The Purcellville Preservation Association acquired the building in 1992 and restored it
in the late 1990s using ISTEA funding. Now owned by the Town of Purcellville, the former station is
used as a public meeting facility and museum. It also houses public restrooms for the W&OD Trail.

Sited on its original location just adjacent to the former W&OD Railway right-of-way, the Purcellville
Train Station is located at the modern intersection of North 21 and 23" streets in Purcellville. This
area of town was traditionally industrial and still has several surviving former seed mills. In recent
years those buildings have been converted into business uses and the area, which has some new
construction, is now a bustling commercial hub that includes restaurants, retail, and the W&OD Trail.

The Purcellville Train Station is the largest surviving train station in Loudoun County and is typical of
southern station designs found in the region. The building, with deeply overhanging eaves supported
by triangular knee braces, had a freight room, a ticket- and agent-operator’s office, and separate waiting
rooms for the black and white passengers. The original floor plans, dated December 18, 1903, hang in
the station’s museum and show that the building originally had a “white” waiting room on the east end
and a “colored” waiting room, with a ticket office between them. More than half of the west end of the
building was dedicated as a freight room. This original plan is still fairly intact. The white waiting
room now houses the museum and meeting space; the central ticket office, which served both waiting
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rooms, is now used as exhibition space; the former “colored” waiting room now contains two
bathrooms and an entrance vestibule to the building; and the freight room is now a large meeting space
with a small kitchenette.

The plans, which include a front elevation and ground plan, were drawn up by the Southern Railway’s
Office of Bridges and Buildings and are dated December 18, 1903. The building is named the
“Combined Depot, Purcellville, Va.” The rectangular building measures 18 by 86 feet and includes an
eight-foot-wide rectangular bay on the north wall of the ticket office that projects three feet towards the
railroad right-of-way providing an unobstructed view of the line. Although the building follows the
Southern’s plans, it could have well been constructed by local builder, A. J. Simpson. He constructed
the Round Hill Station, just a few miles away, in 1902. These two buildings are very similar in form
and detailing, although Round Hill’s is smaller. Simpson, who lived in the area, was working on The
Tabernacle in 1903/1904, which is located only several blocks away, so it would not be surprising that
he may have also worked on the Purcellville Station.

The train station rests on a brick and concrete pier foundation, which was shored up when the building
was restored in the late 1990s, and covered by a wooden apron that runs along the entire perimeter of
the building. The walls are clad in board-and-batten wood siding painted in the original color scheme
of yellow and green. The corner boards and the vertical boards at the location of each eave bracket are
painted white. The historic wooden signs on each side, identifying the station as Purcellville, were also
retained. The standing-seam metal roof contains two original brick flues as well as the double-paddled,
wooden semaphore. Typical of railroad architecture, the station has deeply overhanging eaves
supported by triangular knee brackets made of chamfered pieces. When the building restoration began,
most of the windows had been removed. They were replaced with modern six-over-six-sash, double-
hung wood windows that match the original as closely as possible. The building has multiple single-
leaf, five-paneled doors that are topped by single-light transoms. Some of the doors are modern and
two new openings on the north side accommodate entries to the bathrooms that were installed. The
full-height, sliding freight doors on the south and north sides of the freight room have been retained on
the interior and the openings filled with four single-pane windows. The opening on the west end was
filled in with three windows and a door. This clever technique allowed for the retention of the large
freight openings while allowing for a modern new use. Other changes on the exterior include the
construction of handicap ramps on the north and south sides.

The train station is one of a few examples still standing on the former W&OD line, now a regional
linear park. The interior finishes and plan are still remarkably intact. As part of the ISTEA funding
requirements, the lead paint in the building was removed. The single-beaded vertical tongue-and-
groove boards that cover the walls and ceilings in the waiting rooms and ticket office, and were
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originally painted a cream color, were stripped and remain unfinished. The floors, which were not in
good condition at the time of the rehabilitation, were removed to take out the contaminated dirt beneath
them from when the building was used for pesticide storage. Wide-oak flooring was laid in the white
waiting room and the ticket office. In addition, the floor of the freight room, which was originally taller
than the other rooms to allow for ease in loading and unloading, was lowered to the same level and
covered in carpeting. Modern utilities, including air conditioning, and two bathrooms were also
installed in the building.

The former waiting room for whites on the east end measures 18 by 16 feet and has twelve-foot-tall
ceilings. The walls and ceiling are covered with naturally-finished, tongue-and-groove four-inch-wide
boards. A flat board runs the entire perimeter as a chair rail. Exterior doors are located on the south
and north walls and there is a doorway into the ticket office. A ticket window with a functioning
vertical pocket door, fronted by a small wooden counter supported by a wooden scroll bracket, is
located along the wall between the waiting room and the ticket office. Wooden and glass cases along
this same wall exhibit train memorabilia and items of interest from the building’s history.

The former ticket office is a narrow, eight-foot-wide room with a projecting bay window on the north
side and a regular window on the south side. The west wall contains two ticket windows with a shared
wooden counter supported by wooden brackets. The openings are enclosed with wooden paneling. The
paneled wooden ceilings are twelve feet tall.

The entrance hall on the south side of the building was created from part of the space that was the
original “colored” waiting room. The wall between it and the ticket office is covered in wooden
paneling and includes a doorway that has the words “Stationmaster Phil VanDoren” painted in gold
lettering on the glass transom. While the ceiling and some of the walls in this small vestibule are
original, the floor has been covered in tile and a wall inserted that separates it from the two modern
restrooms. These restrooms are also accessible from new doorways on the exterior north side of the
building.

The freight room, which measures 18 by 50 feet, has a tall cathedral ceiling with exposed wooden
trusses. The rolling freight doors made of tongue-and-groove boards with X braces are still intact. The
original floor was lowered and covered in carpet when the building was rehabilitated. A modern
kitchenette was installed in the northeast corner of the room.

Although the train depot will probably never again function as a rail-related structure, it still retains
many of its character-defining features and is a significant reminder of an important part of
Purcellville’s history.
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8. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Purcellville Train Station, originally constructed by the Southern Railway in 1904, stands at the
heart of the town of Purcellville in Loudoun County, Virginia. It is significant as a tangible reminder
of the thriving commercial and social hub that characterized Purcellville in the closing years of the 19
century and the early decades of the 20™. The well-documented depot building, which retains much of
its original fabric and configuration, symbolizes the central role that Purcellville played in the history
of western Loudoun County, serving not only as the locus from which passengers traveled to the
nation’s capital, but as a significant shipping point for the agricultural products produced in the region.
The station was recognized as an important contributing resource in the Purcellville Historic District,
which was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 2006, but the highly visible location in
the commercial and industrial center of the town and its exceptional integrity lend credibility to its
listing as individually eligible. The station is eligible under Criterion C for architecture and Criterion A
for transportation. The period of significance reaches from 1904, when the Southern Railway
constructed the freight and passenger depot at Purcellville, to 1960. All passenger service was finally
discontinued in 1951 and all freight service in 1967. The tracks on the original Washington and Old
Dominion roadbed were removed in 1969 making way for the creation of a linear park for hiking and
biking, with the historic depot building adjacent to the old roadbed. It is now owned by the Town of
Purcellville and is used as community meeting space and exhibition area as well as providing public
restrooms for the Washington and Old Dominion (W&OD) Railroad Regional Park.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Railroads were not only symbols of prosperity for the 19" and early 20™ centuries, but they also
provided the thread that linked small communities to the outside world, eliminating much of the
isolation that characterized rural villages in the mid-19™ century. Purcellville stood at the center of a
rich agricultural region of Loudoun County while being an important stop on the transportation route
known as the Leesburg Turnpike that now carries Route 7 from the metropolitan Washington area to
Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley. The old Washington and Ohio line reached Purcellville in 1874 just as
the area was in full recovery from the Civil War. It coincided with the religious fervor associated with
the inauguration of the Bush Meeting that brought hundreds of visitors to the community in the mid-
1870s.! An 1877 notice in The Mirror announced a “Temperance Picnic” at the Purcellville Station, on
the Washington and Ohio Railroad on June 6 where “prominent Speakers are expected to address the
people. There will be plenty of good music and plenty to eat for all.” The depot obviously served as
an important gathering place for religious and spiritual events even before the regular meetings at the
Bush Meeting in Dillon’s Woods in subsequent years.?

Not only did the railroad provide important freight service from Purcellville, but it also offered
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transportation to thousands of passengers. According to a well-researched local history prepared in
1999, and as reported in a June 1874 edition of the Democratic Mirror, the first depot to serve
Purcellville was actually two buildings -- one for freight and one for passengers -- in 1874. These
structures were rendered on maps prepared by the Southern Railway in 1884 and 1898. The Southern
acquired the Washington and Ohio line in 1894. There is also speculation based on an interview with a
long time resident of Purcellville, J. Terry Hirst, that an 1882 fire destroyed the 1874 railroad
buildings, and that the subsequent buildings were constructed on the same dimensions. This would
mean that the present depot building was the third, rather than the second railroad structure on the site.’
The Washington and Ohio Railroad, which was formed in 1870, was placed in receivership in 1878
and the Purcellville line then operated as the Washington and Western Railroad. The machinations of
the various New York railroad brokers resulted in the line being operated or leased by various entities,
including the Richmond and Danville railroad. “Western” and “Ohio” being included in the name
undoubted reflected the dream of the rail magnates to link Washington with both the Shenandoah
Valley and the Western reaches of the nation, in particular the Ohio River. Purcellville was always an
important stop along this anticipated route.*

It was not until 1894 that the newly created giant Southern Railway system acquired the line and its
rolling stock. The failure and acquisition of rail lines in the years between 1870 and 1900 was
common, and the consolidation of holdings by the Southern Railway dominated the railroad scene in
Northern Virginia in the closing years of the 19 century.’ Rail traffic from both east (Leesburg) and
west (Bluemont) through Purcellville undoubtedly expanded greatly when the line was extended by the
Southern Railway from Round Hill to Bluemont in 1900, with hundreds of vacationers seeking respite
from the Washington heat and humidity in the cool mountain venues of the Blue Ridge ®

The Southern Railway constructed a new freight and passenger depot for Purcellville in 1904.
Fortunately, both the plans and elevations are extant and ;xovide detailed information about both the
size and the arrangement of space for the depot facilities.” Unlike the earlier railroad structures, the
1904 depot building combined both freight and passenger facilities. Following the dictates of the
period that mandated segregation of all transportation-related facilities, the “white”” and “colored”
waiting rooms were physically separated by the central ticket office. Separate entrances for Negro and
white patrons were maintained. The “white” waiting room was far larger than the “colored” one, and
according to the local history is the space most recalled by Purcellville residents® It should be pointed
out that the stationmaster also operated the telegraph system from the depot, thus assuring the primary
communications system between communities at the time. The large Freight Room, with dimensions
of 18 by 50 feet, was undoubtedly designed to provide sufficient temporary storage space for the
various agricultural products processed in facilities adjacent to the railroad. The mercantile activity in
the depot neighborhood was a measure of the thriving agriculture in the region that provided most of
the freight traffic through Purcellville.
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Purcellville was incorporated in 1908, an indication of its growing success as a significant community
in Loudoun County. Writing in 1908, James W. Head described Purcellville, with a permanent
population of 300, as “delightfully situated in the center of one of the finest agricultural districts in the
Loudoun Valley.” Statistics from 1900 indicate that Loudoun County had the third largest number of
acres under cultivation in Virginia. Loudoun was also the largest dairy-producing county in that year,
with the biggest number of dairy cows (8,563) and the largest milk production (3,736,382 gallons) of
any other Virginia county. Mr. Head commented that the rapid growth of nearby cities like
Washington and the development of good transportation facilities coupled with the increasing demand
for dairy products were largely responsible for “the best farming in the State now [being] done in
Loudoun County,” a statement made by a government statistician commenting on the Loudoun County
census of 1880.° Since Purcellville served one of the two primary agricultural regions of the county, it
is not surprising that the commercial traffic at the depot was very busy handling the large volume of
farm products in the early years of the 20" century. The town with 17 merchants and a national bank
now boasted a fine new railroad depot and popularity as an important transportation site. It is not
surprising that Mr. Head was so enthusiastic in his praise, given that hundreds of people were not only
able to visit the town by rail, but also that Purcellville’s residents were able to travel outside their own
small community with little difficulty.

A 1911 summer schedule timetable of the Southern Railway Company included at least three trains
daily in each direction between Purcellville and Washington. Purcellville was a regular “stop” and did
not require a special signal to stop as was the case for smaller villages.'® In June of 1912, the newly
incorporated Washington and Old Dominion Railway assumed responsibilities from the Southern
Railway for operating the line to Bluemont, through Purcellville and, in December of the same year,
the Leesburg to Bluemont line was electrified, replacing the diesel service.

But the Washington and Old Dominion was not without its shortcomings. A Newspaper article in the
Loudoun Times-Mirror dated December 1, 1920, entitled “Corporation Commission Renders Verdict,”
reports that the Virginia State Corporation Commission fined the Washington and Old Dominion for
various infractions, including “Failure to give proper freight service...” “failure to maintain passenger
schedules...,” and for “operating cars without headlights.” The commission goes on to berate the
railway company for “its alleged indifference to public interest, partly due to non resident ownership
and lack of sympathy for the public,” and for “alleged failure to provide motor power and in general to
discharge the functions expected of a common carrier.”’! There do not appear to be any follow-up
stories in the paper to indicate whether the W&OD was responsive to these charges, although it can be
assumed they probably did since no further rulings from the SCC are reported.

A particularly intriguing document dates from 1923 when the Washington and Old Dominion Railway
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included a tourist flyer with its published materials that lists four hotels or boardinghouses in
Purcellville that were convenient to the station, including “The Bell Inn,” the “White Cottage,” and
boardinghouses operated by Mrs. E. Shoemaker and Mrs. Alice Corder.'?

The W&OD Railway operated the train service until 1932, when it too went into receivership and
reorganized as the W&OD Railroad. Passenger service was discontinued in 1941, with the presumed
last passenger train trip described in the Blue Ridge Herald of April, 1941. “Some 69 persons together
with their baggage, a coop of chickens, some other freight and the mail filled the 2-car electric W &
OD train almost to overflowing on its last passenger from Rosslyn to Purcellville Saturday afternoon.
Thirty-four persons bought return tickets.”’® Passenger service resumed in 1943 as the ex1genc1es of
war and growth of the military complex around Washington necessitated more passenger service. The
last passenger service ceased May 31, 1951, paralleling the slow demise of passenger train travel across
the country due to the advent of automobiles and the fact that the railroad companies no longer were
making any money from passenger service. According to a news article from April 5, 1951, the State
Corporation Commission decided again that the Washington and Old Dominion could discontinue
passenger service. There was some speculation that had Mrs. Nellie Fletcher been able to make the trip
to Richmond to speak in favor of continuing passenger service, the commission might have decided
differently. Mrs. Fletcher had been a tireless defendant of continued service ever since 1941 when
cessation of service was first considered.!* According to the local press, passenger service was finally
terminated “when the post office department cancelled its contract,” a service that probably provided
the only revenue for the dying rail line."” There was limited freight service, primarily hauling mail and
agncultural products, on the W&OD until it too finally ended in 1968.16 During this entire period, with
only minor interruptions, the stalwart freight and passenger station at Purcellville continued to serve its
community.

Photographs spanning the period from 1912 until 1968 illustrate both the rolling stock and the railroad
buildings at Purcellville. It is rare to have such complete photographic documentation of a resource
that has survived for more than 100 years.'” Lively reminiscences from elderly Purcellville residents
recall the central position of the railroad station in their community.'®

Between 1969 and 1972, the rails were removed, and in 1975, the surrounding parcels were sold by
Virginia Electric and Power Company* to Contee Lynn Adams, Jr. and his wife as owners of the
Contee Adams Seed Company for use as a storage facility. The deed specifically references the “old
railroad depot” in the conveyance and states that the parcels were adjacent to property already owned
by Contee Adams."® The deed cites various easements reserved to Virginia Power for their “wires and

* Virginia Electric and Power Company would have acquired the title to the depot and its surround parcels from the
Southern Railway when the railroad operations were converted from steam to electric.
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appurtenances.” Twelve years later, the Adamses sold the parcel with the depot for $375,000 (called
“parcel 2”) to Bruce M. and Diana B. Brownell, along with the adjacent parcel number 4. Attached to
this deed is a plat showing the properties held by the Adams Seed Company2® The plat depicts the
“old depot” and a small adjacent building on Parcel # 2. An interim conveyance in 1988 transferred
the property with all five parcels to Bruce M. Brownell individually “for his sold and separate equitable
estate.”*! In 1990, Brownell conveyed all five parcels to Robert J. and Judith Lewis for a total selling
price of $2 million, with a $708,000 mortgage. Subsequently, in 1990, Parcel # 2 with the depot
building was sold by the Lewises to the Purcellville Preservation Association for $37,500.22 In the late
1990s, the Association oversaw a complete rehabilitation of the building using ISTEA funds.

In 2004, the Purcellville Preservation Association, Inc. conveyed the depot parcel to the Town of
Purcellville for $40,000. The language in the conveyance states: “The property conveyed is to be
maintained as a restored train station built in 1904 and is to be used and maintained exclusively as a
museum, Town Visitors Center, cultural and local display center, meeting room and restroom facility
by the Town of Purcellville...””

The old W&OD tracks adjacent to the Depot had been pulled up in 1969, signaling the close of an era
in which railroads and the services they provided dominated the transportation scene. In 1988, the
W&OD Railroad Regional Park installed a paved bike trail along the old rail bed. The resulting linear
park along the old road bed, operated by the Northern Virginia Park Authority, along with the restored
depot, recall a long-gone era of the excitement and prominence of rail transportation for Purcellville
and its environs that linked the rural community with the burgeoning metropolitan Washington area.
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' Herbert H. Harwood, Jr. Rails to the Blue Ridge..., 29.
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12 Reproduced in Harwood, 142.
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2 Box 85, # 042205, title prepared by Prosperity Title LLC, Leesburg, Va.
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10. GEOGRAPHICAL DATA

VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION:
The nominated boundaries include the land currently associated with the Purcellville Train Station
shown on the Town of Purcellville Tax Parcel: 488-37-52789.

BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION:
The boundaries of nominated property include the entire parcel historically associated with the
Purcellville Train Station and held by the current owners.
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PHOTOGRAPHIC DOCUMENTATION:

Unless otherwise noted, all photographs are of:

Property: Purcellville Train Station

VDHR File Number: 286-5001-0233; 053-0276-0002

Location: Purcellville, Virginia

Date of photograph: July 2009

Photographer: Maral S. Kalbian

Negatives filed at: Virginia Department of Historic Resources in Richmond, Virginia.

Photo 1 of 8
View: Station, southwest view.
Negative no. 24762 [14]

Photo 2 of 8
View: Station, northwest view.
Negative no. 24762 [11]

Photo 3 of 8
View: Station, northeast view.
Negative no. 24762 [8]

Photo 4 of 8
View: Station, southeast view
Negative no. 24762 [16]

Photo 5 of 8
View: Station, interior of freight room
Negative no. 24762 [5]

Photo 6 of 8
View: Station, interior, hallway on south side
Negative no. 24762 [4]

Photo 7 of 8
View: Station, interior of “White” waiting room
Negative no. 24762 [3]

Photo 8 of 8
View: Station, interior of “Negro” waiting room
Negative no. 24762 [1]



